THE WAR AT ITS CLIMAX
Chief, and Robertson Chief of the Staff, there would be sown the seeds
of a discord which became all but a scandal before the war ended, was
beyond Asquith's thoughts at the time. He considered himself to
have made the only appointment possible and the one which incident-
ally offered the best chance of keeping Cabinet dissensions within
bounds. His wife, with greater prevision, wrote in her diary on hear-
ing of the appointment, " we are out of Downing Street."
For most of the year 1916 the strategical dispute was in abeyance.
The only question was how soon the British offensive for which the
French were calling could be ready. Not in any considerable force till
the beginning of July, was the British answer, and Joffre agreed that
effort should not be wasted on minor attacks before then. Punctually
on July i the great British attack opened at Fricourt on the Sornme.
There could be no element of surprise in it. Apart from the im-
mensity of the preparations which could not be screened from observers
in the air, it had been for weeks past positively an object to draw the
Germans from Verdun by the noise of British preparations elsewhere.
The Fricourt attack was hailed at the time as a brilliant success, but it
was in fact the familiar tale of immense losses, small advances, plans
gone wrong and the enemy as firmly entrenched as ever a little farther
back. So it continued, with periodic massed attacks, the Germans
firmly holding on to every yard of ground, the Allies gaining painfully
a few yards, and both locked in the grimmest war of attrition and
exhaustion that the world had ever seen. Ludendorff said at the end
of it that the German army was " completely exhausted . . . fought
to a standstill and utterly worn out" 1; Tirpitz records that the General
Staff doubted seriously whether they could hold out for another year,
" especially if the enemy gave us no time for rest and for the accumula-
tion of material." But this was unknown at the time to the Allies,
1 LudendorfFs testimony has been discounted as that of a man who had
strong motives for disparaging the German effort on the Somme, but it is
more than confirmed by the unanimous opinion of the German General Staff
prior to the adoption of the Unrestricted Submarine. (See Official German
Documents relating to the World War, Carnegie Endowment Translation,
Vol. I, p. 340 et seq.)
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